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Article 4

The Man H e Didn ' t

front window and the door after he closes for the

K ill

grab whatever bottles they could as the alarm

night, kids would sometimes break the glass and
screamed in the night. But he’d never been held
up at gunpoint.
Panepinto would concede that these younger
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kids scared him, especially the ones who were so
January is the slow month in the liquor busi

quick to hurl insults and Fists and sometimes

ness. People receive bottles of scotch and liqueurs

objects much more deadly at each other.

as Christmas presents, or they have champagne

newspapers were filled with stories of stabbings

and mixers left over from New Year’s. Some peo

over a pair of sneakers or a jacket with a team logo

ple have resolved to go on the wagon, starting

embossed on the back. His heart would start beat

January second. Others went overboard with their

ing faster if he saw them near the store or he’d

holiday shopping and now have too many bills

hurry to his car after closing if he heard voices or

piled up to spend money on booze.

laughter in the darkness.

And, of

The

They all seemed so

course, there’s the weather, subject to change at any

strong and wild. Or maybe he was just feeling old.

minute without notice. Freezing rain, blizzards,

He’d turn seventy this fourth of July.
On nights like tonight, with winter storm

lake effect squalls, temperatures in the single digits
are all possibilities and all keep people indoors

warnings announced on the radio every ten min

instead of driving to the liquor stores.

utes and strange clouds rolling in from Canada

Panepinto’s location on the west side didn’t help

and customers few and far between, Panepinto

business either. If he was to have any sales, besides
the occasional half pint, it would have to come

would think of selling the place and retiring. He’d

before dark. People didn’t like being on the streets

into the night with his hands clasped behind his
back, and watch the cars drive past. He knew the

after nightfall. Everything they saw on the six
o’clock news could be waiting for them in that
shadow or that doorway or in that car. Their fear,
or caution, was more real than the actual danger in
his neighborhood. The west side was an old sec
tion of town and many of the people who could
afford to move out did so or were planning to in
the near future. But during the thirty years behind
the counter of his store, Panepinto had never been
robbed. People shoplifted, but they did that in the
wealthy wine shops in the suburbs, he’d tell people.
And before he installed the grating that covers the
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stand in front of the display window, peering out

time was getting close. Monday morning deliver
ies were taking all day to put away now. His left
shoulder drooped lower than his right from thirty
years of carrying liquor cases high on his shoulder
and it throbbed with every temperature change.
And on nights like tonight when he was alone in
the store, he was, quite frankly, afraid. He had
dreamed the scenario many times: the ski mask,
the leather jacket, the blue steel of the handgun.
And other scenarios: slipping on the ice in the
deserted parking lot after closing, or drinking too

much coffee laced with mini bottles and then dri

“Just browsing, thanks.”

ving home on glazed roads.

The man removed his gloves and put them in

He liked it better when the stockboy, Billy, a

his coat pocket, and then blew on his cupped

freshman at the community college, worked

hands. He walked past the New York state wines,

nights. His laugh would fill the store and bounce

stopped briefly in front of the California wine sec

off the bottles as he stocked the shelves and told

tion and then drifted over to the imported wine

Panepinto of what happened in his classes or on his

selection in the middle of the store. He reached

dates. But he only worked the latter half of the

into his inside coat pocket and brought out a pair

week. Panepinto’s daughter, Gina, worked Monday

of glasses and began to read the labels.

through Wednesday but had called in sick, so

“If you need any help, just yell.”

tonight he was alone and wondered how much he

The man looked up and smiled. He skipped

could get for the place as he watched the snow

past the cheap imports, the lambruscos, the San

begin to fall.

grias, all the fruity sweet wines that make up the

He had remodeled almost three years ago. The

majority of Panepinto’s import sales, and studied

top shelves with the expensive items were right at

the labels of the premium wines kept in the racks

eye level.

He replaced the linoleum with light

on their sides to keep their corks moist. Panepinto

green indoor/outdoor carpet and had the walls

kept an eye on the man. Too many bottles had

painted a pearl white so the store was brighter and

been disappearing lately and a coat like his could

cleaner looking. High on the walls, above the top

have deep pockets sewn on the inside.

shelves, he had hung plastic green signs patterned
after the signs on the thruway: Exit 5 Cordials, Exit
10 Imports. And by the cash register: Last Exit
Pay Toll. It would be a good business for a young
man to get into, he decided.

“You have a fine selection,” the man said with
out looking up. “Some very good years here.”
“We try to keep a little of everything.”
“Yes, I can see that.” He pulled a bottle from
the rack, held it to the light, and then put it back.

he was relieved to see a man about his age, perhaps

“And business, has it been good?”
Panepinto shrugged and told him what he

a little younger, enter the store. He was taller than

always told people, regardless of the truth. “Slow.

Panepinto, over six feet, and still had a full head of
white hair. He smiled at Panepinto as he brushed
the snowflakes from the sleeves of his blue over
coat.

It’s been very slow lately.”
No use in making anyone think there’s money
in the register, Panepinto always told Bill or Gina.
He doubted this man was a threat. Still, that coat

“It’s getting nasty out there,” he said. His voice
held just the slightest accent.
“No January thaw tonight,” Panepinto said,
walking behind the counter. “Can I help you find
something?”

could conceal many things. Panepinto took a step
to his left so the panic button under the counter
was fingertips away.
“And this weather probably doesn’t help.”
The man moved in front of the French wines,

The electric bell rang as the door opened, and
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smiled, and then nodded when he saw the vintage.
“Only the skiers are happy tonight,” Panepinto

brought out a box cutter and scraped the price tag
off the champagne before ringing up the sale.
“I wish I had more time to browse, but I don’t

replied.
The man didn’t respond. He kept pulling bot

trust this weather,” the man said, gazing out the

tles from the rack and then replacing them, occa

window to the deserted street.

sionally whispering something to himself, smiling

“I know what you mean,” Panepinto said, and
finished wiping the bottle of French wine. His fin

or frowning, depending on the wine he held.
Panepinto cleared his throat. “I’ve never seen
you in here before. Did you just move into the
neighborhood?”
The man looked up, startled, as if he had for

ger hovered above the cash register’s keys. “I’d for
gotten I had this one in stock.”
“It was the last one in the rack. It’s a good lit
tle wine, yes?”

He

“Very good.” He punched the numbers into

blinked a few times before answering. “I’m just

the register. “It comes from a small winery outside

visiting,” he said. “My sister lives in Kaisertown,

a beautiful village.” He scraped the price tag with

and I wanted to pick up a few bottles of wine or
perhaps a nice brandy before going to her house.”

the blade.

He paused. “You’re not closing now, are you?”

step closer to the counter.

gotten there was anyone else in the store.

“No, take your time. We don’t close for anoth

“You’ve been there?” the man asked, taking a
Panepinto nodded.

“During the war.

Of

course Patton was moving too damn fast most of

er hour.”
Always say ‘we’, he had told Billy. Make them

the time for us to do much sightseeing.”

think there’s someone else in the stockroom or

The man smiled and in a soft voice repeated

next door in the deli getting coffee and they will be

Patton’s name.
“Yup.” Panepinto began wiping down the

back any minute.

Never let them think you’re

alone, vulnerable, an easy target for a robbery.
The man wandered the aisles before deciding

cognac. “I was in Patton’s Third Army. Dashed

on a domestic champagne, a bottle of dry French

through Germany. Shouldn’t of stopped, either.”

wine, and a medium priced cognac. He held the

“We were young then, weren’t we?” the man

wines in each hand by their necks and cradled the
cognac in the crook of his arm. He placed all three
on the counter in front of Panepinto and reexam
ined each label before nodding. “I think these will
do.”

said, looking past Panepinto to the pints and half

“You’ve picked some good ones,” Panepinto
said, and the man looked pleased. Panepinto
pulled a cloth from under the counter and wiped
the dusty bottles. He reached in his pocket and

“And were you at the Bulge?”
Panepinto nodded. “Shrapnel in the leg to
prove it.”
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from one end of France to the other and then

pints kept behind the counter, but he hardly
noticed them.
Panepinto laughed. “That was a lifetime ago all
right.”

“I was there, too,” the man said.

.
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“Oh? Who

be damned.”
“And here we are almost fifty years later.

were you with? First Army? Airborne? Don’t tell me
you were in Third too.”
The man shook his head. “No, my friend. I
was on the other side. The one looking back at
you.
They stared into each other’s eyes from across
the counter; both wore queer smiles, and
Panepinto remembered advances and retreats,
noise, prayers, blood in the snow. He remembered
how fast time went during combat, and how slow
it seemed to drag during peace. He wondered
what the odds were of this meeting, at this time, in
this place. The same, probably, as that other meet
ing they may have had in that other place a lifetime
ago when they were both young.

T r a c y K ent

“Is that right?” Panepinto finally said. “Well I’ll

Panepinto looked at him after ringing up the
cognac and totaling the purchases.

by

Perhaps we’ve met before and never knew it?” The
man laughed and shook his head. “Curious, isn’t
it?
“It sure is.” Panepinto reached under the
counter and brought out a brown paper bag. “It
sure as hell is.”
He placed the bottles in the bag and reached
back under the counter for pieces of cardboard.
He placed the cardboard between the bottles to
keep them from clinking together. The only sound
came as the blower kicked on and blew heat into
the store.
“That’ll be forty-two seventy with your sales
tax.”
W
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The man reached into his coat pocket and

something else. And it seemed that the man want

smiled at Panepinto. His hand froze inside his coat

ed to say something more, that something definite

as if he was deciding something, and Panepinto felt

and telling should be said by one of them.

his stomach tighten and all the old fears racing

Panepinto wanted to put it all in words, and some

through his body. He envisioned the dull blue

how make sense of how decades earlier he could

steel of a luger emerging from the coat. He could

have had this man in his gun sights or been at his

see it being leveled at him as clearly as he could see

throat, but now they could talk about the weather

his smiling old enemy before him. He could see

on a snowy evening like old neighbors.

the flash of light, hear the explosion of the bullet

thought of the kids outside, the ones laughing in

leaving the gun, feel it tear into his chest as he was

the shadows, the ones in his darkest fantasies, and

thrown back into the pints and half pints, scatter

wondered if they were his enemies at all. If this

ing bottles from the shelves and then falling to the

was a different neighborhood in a different place

ground in a shower of broken glass and blood.

or different time, would he hurry to his car as

He

He always knew his death would come in a

quickly, waiting for the shots to ring out, the blows

senseless way, empty of meaning and caused by

to fall? Or would he stop and talk with them, joke

chance: A step to the left onto a land mine when

with them the way he does with his stockboy?

he easily could have stepped to the right, or by a

Panepinto wanted to say something profound

mortar round fired by an enemy, a stranger, who

about fate and enemies and how circumstance, not

was probably more like him than either side would

passion, sometimes chooses them.

admit. And now, finally, he knew his end would

men just stared at each other, both uncertain and

come by a drifter who found him alone in the store

inarticulate, until the man said good night.

on a deserted night.
But the man only shook his head and pulled his

But the two

Panepinto raised his hand in a feeble gesture,
and felt that something precious and rare was slip

arm out, empty handed.
“Back pocket,” he said, and reached around for

ping away, that he was losing something he want

his wallet. He placed two crisp twenties and a five

door. He pushed it open with his free arm and
held it for a young man wearing a black leather

on the counter.
Panepinto, feeling the fear escape him like the
exhale of poisoned air, felt ashamed and made
change without looking up.
“There you go, sir. Thanks for stopping in,” he
said trying to make his voice sound normal.
“Thank you,” the man said.
He slipped his gloves on and then scooped up
his bag and headed for the door. The man hesi
tated, and Panepinto thought he was going to say
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ed to hang on to. But the man was already at the

jacket, his hands buried deep in his pockets, who
entered the store with a chilling rush of wind that
made Panepinto shudder.

